University of Dayton Review
Volume 5
Number 1 Spring

Article 4

1968

On the Priesthood of Mary
William G. Most
Loras College

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr

Recommended Citation
Most, William G. (1968) "On the Priesthood of Mary," University of Dayton Review: Vol. 5: No. 1, Article 4.
Available at: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol5/iss1/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by eCommons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
University of Dayton Review by an authorized editor of eCommons. For more information, please contact
mschlangen1@udayton.edu, ecommons@udayton.edu.

Most: On the Priesthood of Mary

On the Priesthood of Mary
William G. Most

Less than a century ago, the doctrine on the priesthood of Mary and devotion to her
under such a title seemed to be officially encouraged. For on August 25, 1873, Pope Pius
IX wrote a strongly commendatory letter to Msgr. Van den Berge, praising and approving
his book, Marie et Ie Sacerdoce. He also approved the use of the title "Virgin Priest" for
Our Lady. On May 9, 1906, St. Pius X granted an indulgence of 300 days for a prayer,
carefully drawn up at his request by a special commission, giving her the same title.
However, on January 15, 1913, before the death of Pius X, the Holy Office had
prepared a decree prohibiting statues of the Blessed Virgin dressed in priestly vestments.
Interestingly, the decree was not published during the lifetime of Pius X. It appeared only
on April 8, 1916, more than three years after the date on which it was prepared. Another
blow fell on March 10, 1927, when the Holy Office sent a letter to the Bishop of Adria,
disapproving of an article published in the periodical, Palestra del Clero, on devotion to
the Virgin Priest. The letter stated that 1 "in conformity with the decree of the Holy
Office of April 8, 1916, the devotion is not approved and should not be propagated."
Fear of misunderstanding was the reason for the actions of the Holy Office.
Misunderstanding of a different kind has followed.
First of all, the statues that had provoked the action of the Holy Office did not really
depict the Blessed Virgin in priestly vestments. She was represented as an orante, an early
catacomb type, showing a Christian wearing a sort of prayer shawl. Such an image could,
however, be misunderstood today: hence the fear of the Holy Office was not
unreasonable. But great misunderstanding has followed these actions of the Holy Office,
for many recent writers have at least given the impression that the Holy See has
condemned the teaching that Our Lady possessed a priesthood.
It is obvious that such statements are unwarranted. For the decree of the Holy Office
was merely disciplinary. It did not and could not condemn the doctrine that Our Lady
was in some sense a priest. First of all, two Popes had previously approved that teaching.
Second, it is universally admitted that even Catholic laymen have a certain priesthood.
Indeed, the lack of caution on the part of some recent authors in speaking of the
priesthood of the laity stands in strange and sharp contrast to the strong caution of the
Holy Office in fearing that a mere orante statue might be misunderstood.
Rather few Mariologists have cared to treat the subject at all in recent years, and many
of those who have done so have readily consented to classify Our Lady's priesthood with
the priesthood of the laity. Father Neubert, however, is one of those who has rightly
pointed out 2 that her position in the Redemption is so unique that we should at least in
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some way distinguish her priesthood from that of the laity. Father Neubert's thought has
received a striking confirmation in an implication contained in the Apostolic Constitution
in which Pope Pius XII solemnly defined the Assumption. But before examining it, we
need to clarify certain preliminary matters.
The term "priesthood" is, of course, an analogous term. The principal analogue is the
priesthood of Christ, who is the "high priest taken from among men ... appointed for
men in the things pertaining to God (to) offer gifts and sacrifices for sins.,,3 Christ is
the "one mediator between God and men",4 being by nature both God and man.
He offered the only perfect sacrifice. Hence He is obviously the summit, in whom the
very peak of the perfection of the priesthood is found. Any other priesthood deserves the
name only to the extent that it resembles His.
The priesthood received in the Sacrament of ordination is a second analogue. It closely
resembles the priesthood of Christ, since the ordained priest~ "putting on the person of
Christ alone offers sacrifice, and not the people, nor clerics, nor even priests who
reverently assist." It is evident that the priesthood of ordination, since it gives the power
to act as a mediator in the person of Christ and includes a true power to offer sacrifice, is
a priesthood in the true and proper sense, and not merely in a loose and broad sense.
The priesthood of the laity is a third analogue. As we have already noted, many
surprisingly loose statements have been made on it in recent times. We can learn much
about its precise nature from the authentic teaching of Pius XII, and, at the same time,
gain a great help towards studying the priesthood of Mary. First of all, the priesthood of
the laity, "differs not only in degree, but in essence also, from priesthood fully and
properly so called, which lies in the power of offering the sacrifice of Christ Himself,
since he (the ordained priest) bears the person of Christ.,,6 We see an implication that the
priesthood of the laity is not a priesthood "fully and properly so called."7 For, "where
there is no true power to offer sacrifice, there is no true priesthood.,,8 The reason is:
"The Christian people, though participating in the Eucharistic Sacrifice, do not thereby
possess a priestly power,,,9 even though "there are some who have not ceased claiming a
certain true power to offer sacrifice on the part of all, even laymen ... ,,10 Rather,
laymen "since they in no sense represent the Divine Redeemer and are not a mediator
between themselves and God, can in no way possess the sacerdotal power."l1 Nor is this
a mere theory, subject to possible contradiction, for Pius XII adds, immediately after this
last statement: "All this has the certitude of faith.,,12
So it is a truth of faith that laymen do not possess true priestly power. If they did,
they would have a true power to offer sacrifice. But they lack that.
They do, of course, offer in a looser sense, which is explained by Pius XII in the
Mediator Dei: 13 (1) They offer through the priest inasmuch as they are members of
Christ. The priest represents Christ, and so, indirectly, represents them. (2) "The people
unite their hearts in praise, impetration, expiation and thanksgiving with the prayers or
intention of the priest even of the High Priest Himself."
So we have seen, thus far, three analogues: the priesthood of Christ Himself, the
priesthood of ordination, and the priesthood of the laity. The first two are priesthood in
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the proper, strict sense, since they include a proper true power of offering sacrifice as a
mediator. The third, the priesthood of the laity, lacks the true power of offering sacrifice
and the position of mediator. Hence it is a priesthood only in a broad, looser sense.
How shall we classify the priesthood of Mary? We saw from the words of Pius XII that
the priesthood of the laity is a priesthood only in a broad sense, for two reasons: the
people are not mediators between the people and God; they lack a true power of offering.
We note he said these things even though he also said that they offer the Mass with and
through the priest. It is evident that in trying to determine the nature of the priesthood
of Mary, we must investigate these two points: (1) Is she in any true sense a mediator? (2)
Does she have a true power of offering, or only a power in some loose sense?
We can see at once that the several papal texts in which it is said that she offered 14 her
Son on Calvary are not, in themselves, sufficient to solve the problem. For the word
"offer" in them could have been meant only in a broad sense, as it is meant in the case of
the priesthood of the laity. We can see readily too, that the fact that she joined in the
dispositions of her Son on Calvary will not establish a priesthood in a proper sense:
laymen have that mode of participation too, but yet have no proper priesthood. Further,
laymen can be said to merit in a true sense (in the subjective redemption only). The fact
that Mary merited,15 then, will not show that her participation on Calvary was of a
strictly priestly character.
But, what does it mean to offer sacrifice in the proper sense? It means to present a
victim to God, in a sacrificial rite, and to do so in the capacity of one appointed by God
for precisely that sacrificial function, as a mediator between God and men.
We notice first that Our Lady does not independently, by herself, offer sacrifice. She
only joins in the offering of Christ. However, this fact will not by itself prove that she
lacks a true power of offering. For, as we noted above, priesthood is an analogous term. It
is not necessary that it be found in entirely the same sense in all those who truly possess
it. So, if we should find that she offers in such a way as to act with Christ, as a unitary
principle, by divine appointment, as a mediator, not alone, but as united with Him - it
would seem then that she possessed a true priesthood, different from that of Christ and
that of the ordained priest, but still a true priesthood.
A difficulty at once comes to mind that seems, at flrst sight, to prevent us from
attributing a true priesthood to her: she did not sacrifice Him, in the sense that she did
not carry out the external rite of placing Him in the state of a victim. However, Father
Neubert solves this difficulty readily: 16
He did not immolate Himself by His own hands, it is true, but He voluntarily
abandoned Himself into the hands of His executioners, who, without realizing it,
were the instruments of His priestly oblation .... It is this immolation (material
element), lovingly willed (spiritual element) which constitutes His sacerdotal act.
Note well that to abandon her maternal righ ts over the Body of J esus 1 7 was to
immolate Him, just as for Jesus to abandon His body to His executioners was to
immolate Himself.

Published by eCommons, 1968

3
17

University of Dayton Review, Vol. 5 [1968], No. 1, Art. 4
So Our Lady is not only not deficient, but instead, has a remarkable parallel with
Christ in this respect.
Was she appointed by God to do this? The Ad Caeli Reginam Encyclical of Pope Pius
XII says: "Mary, in obtaining spiritual salvation, was associated with Jesus Christ, the
principle of salvation itself by the decision of God . .. (she) offered Him on Golgotha,
together with the holocaust of her maternal rights and love. ,,18
She did, then, cooperate with Christ by divine appointment, and she was associated
with Him by divine appointment precisely inasmuch as He is "the principle of salvation,"
for "obtaining spiritual salvation."
Was she appointed to this work as a mediator? The above text of the Ad Caeli
Reginam makes that fact obvious. The work in which she shared was objectively that of
mediation. So, by sharing in it, she was sharing, objectively speaking, in mediation, with
the principal mediator.
Further, her work of mediation was of such a nature that she acted with Him so as to
form a unitary principle of action. For in the Apostolic Constitution in which he defined
the Assumption, Pope Pius XII wrote: "just as the glorious resurrection of Christ was an
essential part and final sign of this victory, so also that struggle which was common to the
Blessed Virgin and her Son had to be closed by the glorification of her virginal body. ,,19
The thought of this solemn text is truly remarkable. The Holy Father wanted to find
the Assumption contained in the sources of revelation. He found it in the Patristic New
Eve parallel,20 and, more precisely, he found that her cooperation in the Redemption as
the New Eve made the Assumption strictly necessary. He did it in the following way: the
"struggle", the sacrifice of Calvary, was a work "common to the Blessed Virgin and her
Son." In His case it produced the Resurrection. But, since the work was a work in
common, it had to have a common effect. In Him, that was the Resurrection; in her, the
Assumption.
Now if the "struggle," the sacrifice of Calvary, was a work in common in such a sense
that from the fact that it was in common the Holy Father could conclude 21 that its
completion and effect had to be in common to Jesus and Mary, then, we can see that no
mere metaphorical or attenuated interpretation of the word "common" will be possible.
The work must be strongly enough in common to make the Assumption necessary. If
Jesus and Mary did not function as a unitary principle on Calvary, it is hard to see how
the work could be in common in any sense sufficient for the Papal argument.
So we have the following facts: Mary offered her Son on Calvary in the sense that she
immolated Him in a way strictly parallel to the way in which He immolated Himself. She
cooperated with Him by divine appointment in the work of mediation, and even acted
with Him so as to form one unitary principle.
From all this it is obvious that her priesthood constitutes a fourth analogue: It cannot
be reduced to a higher degree of the priesthood of the laity, for it differs not only in
degree but also in kind. The reason is that the laity, according to Pius XII22 "since they
in no sense represent 23 the Divine Redeemer and are not a mediator between themselves
and God, can in no way possess the sacerdotal power." But Mary, as we saw, is a
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mediator, in such a way that the very work of redemption was described by Pius XII as a
work common to Him and to her. She does, by this fact, possess one of the essential
constituent elements of a true and proper priesthood. The laity lack that constituent. So
she cannot be placed under the same heading as they. Her priesthood is certainly a fourth
analogue.
But does she have a priesthood in the true and proper sense, or only in a broad and
loose sense? The fact that she is a mediator does not suffice to prove a true and proper
sense of priesthood. For while every priest is a mediator, not every mediator is a priest. In
addition to being a mediator, a priest must present a victim to the Father in a sacrificial
rite, and do so as 24 a mediator appointed by God. Does the priesthood of Mary fit this
description? It seems at least plausible, even highly probable that it does. For she did
offer. The papal texts state that. And when we add the fact that she was also a mediator
appointed by God, who immolated in a way remarkably parallel to that in which Christ
Himself immolated, then it seems at least probable that we may join the two elements
and say that she offered as a mediator divinely appointed. That would suffice to let us say
that her priesthood is one in the true and proper sense, not only in a broad and loose
sense.
We conclude, therefore, that it is certain that she possessed a priesthood that is a
fourth analogue, in that it differs not only in degree but also in kind from that of the
laity. It is at least highly probable that her priesthood is such in the true and proper sense.
Our conclusion in no way conflicts with the decrees of the Holy Office. Those decrees
were merely disciplinary and dealt with the devotion to our Lady under a priestly title.
Our conclusion is purely dogmatic. We have not proposed reviving a devotion under a
priestly title. But even if we were to do so, we would be required only to avoid statues of
Our Lady apparently in priestly vestments. As to the letter of the Holy Office to the
Bishop of Adria, we note it was a private letter. As such, it binds only the diocese of the
recipient. Today, when - sadly and outrageously - the authority of the Holy Office is
not only often ignored, but even ridiculed, we, while heartily lamenting such lack of due
respect, at least are not obliged to give a universal character to a letter to which the Holy
Office itself did not give universal binding force.
1 Cf. R. Laurentin, Marie l'Eglise et Ie sacerdoce (Paris, 1952) I. p. 529, and M. P. Pounatt, P.S.S.,
"Marie et Ie sacerdoce" in: Maria (ed. D'Hubert du Manoir, Paris, 1949) I, p. 821.
2 E. Neubert, S.M., Mary in Doctrine (tr. P. Resch , Milwaukee 1954) p. 122.
3 Heb. 5.1.
41 Tim. 2.5.
5 Pius XII, Magnificate Dominum, Nov. 2, 1954. Cited from : The Pope Speaks, 1954. 4.p. 377.

6 Ibid., p. 378.
7 The fact that the laity have a deputation to divine worship by Baptism, and have it in a literal
proper sense, does not suffice to show that they also have a priesthood in the proper sense. Rather,
Pius XII clearly denies that they have a priesthood in the proper sense, as the citations already
given show. Further citations to follow confirm this.
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8 pius XII, Magnificate Dominum p. 376.

9 Ibid., p. 377. Pius XII is citing from the Mediator Dei, 82 (NCWC ed.). In the Mediator Dei after
saying (as the NCWC translation reads), "The fact, however, that the faithful participate in the
Eucharistic Sacrifice does not mean that they also are endowed with priestly power" adds: "It is
very necessary that you make this quite clear to your flocks."
10 Ibid.
11 Pius XII, Mediator Dei, 84 (NCWC ed.).

12 Ibid. 85.
13 Ibid. 92-93.
14 For example, Pope Benedict X said (Inter Sodalicia, AAS 10.182): " ... she, as much as pertained
to her, immolated her Son ... " and Pius XII wrote (Mystici Corporis, AAS 35.247): "She ... as
the New Eve, offered Him on Golgotha ... "
15 Cf. St. Pius X (Ad diem ilium, ASS 36.454): " ... she merited for us congrously, as they say, what
merited condignly ... "

16 Op. cit., p. 118.
17Cf. Benedict XV (Inter Sodalicia, AAS 10.182): "She gave up her Mother's rights over her Son to
procure the salvation of mankind ... " and Pius XII (Mystici Corporis, AAS 35.247): "She ... as
the New Eve, offered Him on Golgotha, together with the holocaust of her maternal rights and
love ... "
18
Pius XII, Ad Caeli Reginam, Oct. 11, 1954, AAS 46.634.
19 Pius XII, Munificentissimus Deus, Nov. 1, 1950, AAS 42.768.
20
At the beginning of the paragraph quoted in note 19, the Holy Father had specifically pointed to
the New Eve parallel.
21 Many commentators think the text cited was intended by Pius XII as the principal support of the
defmition. There are only a few passages in the Constitution that could be considered. Early in it,
he said he had consulted the Bishops and found them morally unanimous: that suffices to prove
the doctrine is revealed, but still does not answer the more basic question of where in revelation it
is found. He also had brought the Assumption into relation with the Immaculate Conception: but
that could not have been meant as a conclusive proof, for it would prove too much, it would prove
that she never died. He also (p. 766) had cited St. Francis de Sales saying: "St. Francis de Sales,
after stating that it would be wrong to doubt that Jesus Christ has kept in the most perfect way the
divine commandment that children honor their parents, puts this question: 'What son, if he could,
would not bring his mother back to life, and take her, after death, into paradise' " - but this seems
to be an argument of fittingness. The only other possible proof in the Constitution is the one we
have cited above.
22 Cf. note 11 above.
23 Mary does not represent Christ. But, for an analogous sharing, that is not necessary. Instead, she
acts as a unitary principle with Him. The laity obviously could not be considered as forming a
unitary principle with Christ: hence Pius XII felt no need of raising that possibility.
24
It is not enough, strictly speaking, to show that Mary offers, and that she is a mediator. It is
necessary to show also that she offers as a mediator. It is not inconceivable that her offering could
be done only in broad sense, even though she is simultaneously a mediator in the literal sense. For
there are several aspects to the Redemption. To participate in one aspect of formality does not
necessarily imply participation in the other aspects. Nor need the kind of participation be the same
in all aspects. Cf. Basilio de San Pablo, C.P., "Los probleman del sacerdocio y del sacrificio de
Maria" in Estudios Marianos XI (Madrid, 1951) p. 217.
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